THE ROLE OF SPORTS CLUBS IN SPORTS ACTIVITY OF STUDENTS VLOGA ŠPORTNIH KLUBOV PRI ŠPORTNI AKTIVNOSTI ŠTUDENTOV

INTRODUCTION
Although the capability of prolonged exertion and physical expertise are less important for human survival nowadays than in earlier human populations (2) , regular sports activity is a recognised mean for improving quality of life in the contemporary world (2, 3) . Regular sports activity has on several occasions been proven beneficial for positive physical and psychological development in children and adults (4) (5) (6) . Both, in children and adults, regular sports activity influences their health in a positive manner, as it lowers the level of cardiovascular risks (7) . Also, just as a sedentary way of life causes children and adolescents to become overweight and obese (4) , regular sports activity helps in successful management of optimal body mass. Sports activity undoubtedly also effects physical development, because active children demonstrate better motor control than their peers (7, 8) as well as better motor skill competence (9) . Last, but not least, it seems that sports activity of children increases the probability of active lifestyle in adulthood (7, 10, 11) . It has been demonstrated that apart from the stated positive physiological effects of active lifestyle in childhood and adolescence, regular organised sports activity of children improves their motor, mental and emotional development. For both genders, but for girls in particular, the amount of time spent in organised sports activity correlates closely with their movement skills (12) . In addition, organised sports activity involves socialisation of children with their peers, which enables them to learn sports as well as social skills that they can use in their everyday life (7, 13) . Regular sports activity has also been demonstrated to positively influence academic outcomes, such as grades (14) , test scores and school engagement, to result in higher self-esteem and to reduce depression (4). Better motor coordination has also been positively associated with intelligence in adolescents (15) . Lastly, through organised sports activities, which are defined by rules and norms, children can also control aggression (4) . Taking into account all the recognised benefits of sports activity, the U.S. Centres for Disease Control and Prevention recommend that children should be involved in at least 60 minutes of sports activity of moderate intensity most days of the week, preferably daily (16, 17) . It is therefore alarming that according to the existing reports, only one third of all young people in Europe and North America are involved in 60 minutes or more of such activity at least five times per week (16) . In comparison to younger children, the population of students deals with further obstacles associated with sports activity. Diverse course schedules, higher requirements for learning, and often a significant amount of time spent for traveling from home to the place of study are only a few of the reasons for the lack of time devoted to sports activity in students. Due to regular systematic monitoring of sports activity levels in primary and secondary school children (18, 19) , reliable data exist on this issue for Slovenia. In contrast, studies only rarely focus on the student population, with a few of them demonstrating that although student interests have shifted from team to individual sports over the last decades (20) , students still perceive sports activity as a positive value (21), which is evident from a rather high percentage of students who perform non-organised sports, thus sports activities in their free time (22) , and would at the same time require some adaptation of the existing sports programs to suit them better (23, 24 The aim of the present study was therefore to assess how many students take part in organised sports activities of sports clubs, how active sports student members or non-members of sports clubs are, and what is the amount of weekly sports activity in student members and non-members. We also aimed to compare the results obtained in students with our previous results obtained in children and adolescents (1) to assess differences between generations.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
The study protocol was approved by the National Ethics Committee of the Republic of Slovenia on 19. 3. 2011 (No.: 60/02/11) and the study was performed in Slovenia.
We observed a sample of 20-year old students enrolled in the first year of the Biotechnical Faculty and the Faculty of Education in 2010 and 2011. The students were provided with an anonymous questionnaire, and they could decide voluntarily whether they would participate in the study or not.
The questionnaire included questions about the age and gender of subjects, recent sports club membership, the amount of sports activity in their free time or during organised sports training, and the age of their first enrolment in a sports club.
The completed questionnaires were first digitalised and then analysed. We then compared the obtained information with our previous results on sports activity in younger children, specifically to data from 12 year old children enrolled in the seventh year of primary school and to those from 17 year old adolescents in the third year of secondary school (1). We also calculated the age of first inclusion into a sports-club for different age groups. As the present study was performed three and a half years after our study of primary and secondary school children (1), 17 year old adolescents and 20 year old students were actually born in the same year; therefore, data from these two subject groups were finally joined to calculate the age of first inclusion into a sports-club and were compared to children born 5 years later.
The statistical analysis was performed by a Chi-square test for the nonparametric data (gender, membership) and by a one-way-ANOVA for parametric data (age, weekly sports activity). All parametric results are presented as averages (SD).
RESULTS
The results were obtained from 213 students (age: 20 (0.8) years); 169 female and 44 male students participated. Students who participated in organised sports activities of at least one sports club at the time they answered the questionnaire were marked as "Members". In contrast, students who did not participate in organised sports activities of any sports club at the time of answering were marked as "Non-members". Students who were members of sports clubs in the past but were no longer engaged in a sports club at the time of answering were counted as "Non-members". From 213 students who participated in the study, 16% of subjects (N=35) were members of sports clubs at the time of answering. When we compare this result to results obtained in younger children (1), a large difference in sports-club inclusion can be seen between the age groups and a clear reduction in sports club participation becomes obvious with age. Namely, 42% of children in primary school and 27% of adolescents in secondary school were members of sports clubs (1). The difference in sports club participation between all three age groups is highly significant (p<0.001) and is presented in Figure 1 . In addition, the results demonstrate that female students participate less often in sports clubs than male students (p<0.001). Namely, 21% of the male students were included in sports clubs at the time of answering, but only 15% of female students. When we compare these results with younger children, a similar pattern of enrolment can be observed between the genders irrespective of age. Namely, both in primary and secondary school, more males (54% and 38%, respectively) than females (30% and 20%, respectively) participate in sports clubs (1), which is in turn all higher than within students. The differences between and within all three age groups are highly significant (p<0.001).
The amount of weekly sports activity (in hours per week) was calculated for student members and non-members of sports clubs; the results are presented in Table 1 . When the groups were compared, sports activity in their free time was used for student non-members, and cumulative sports activity including sports activity in their free time and during organised sports training was used for student members. The results suggest that student non-members performed significantly less (p<0.0001) sports activity than student members. This was also true for primary and secondary school children, where average sports activity of non-members was again significantly lower (p<0.001) than that of members (1). Rather surprisingly, however, student non-members performed more sports activity per week than nonmembers in primary and secondary school (Table 1) . Furthermore, significant differences were observed in the year of first enrolment of older and younger children. Namely, children born in 1990 first joined sports clubs at the age of 10.1 (3.4) years. Compared to the five year younger children born in 1995, this was both effectively and statistically (p<0.01) later, as the younger group first joined sports clubs already at the age of 8.4 (1.9) years. Thus, in five years only, the age of first enrolment into a sports club decreased by more than 1.7 years (Figure 2 ). 
DISCUSSION
The present study demonstrated that on average student members of sports clubs are almost two and a half times more active in sports per week than their peers. This difference is similar to that previously reported by other studies (1) in primary school children, namely, of the difference in average weekly sports activity of 12 year old members and nonmembers of sports clubs. The observed difference is somewhat smaller than the difference in weekly sports activity observed between 17 year old children members and non-members, where members were reported to be three and a half times more active than their nonmember peers (1) . The combination of the results of the present study and previous results obtained in children and adolescents (1) demonstrates that the majority of sports club members, regardless of age, are active in sports at least one hour per day, which is in line with the existing recommendations (16, 17) . In contrast, students and children who are non-members of sports clubs on average fail to fulfil this criterion. This conclusion is valid even considering the fact that the study on children and adolescents (1) was performed in the region of Northern Primorska, which is often believed to be above the Slovenian average for sports activity in children. The present study therefore demonstrates that similar to younger children (1), sports clubs in Slovenia are important promoters of regular sports activity also in students.
One could speculate on whether sports club members are more active than their peers because they are members of a sport club, or whether they are members of a sports club because they are more active; an almost similar level of free time activity of both members and non-members suggests that the former is indeed true. In addition to the Slovenian HBSC studies performed on a nationally representative sample of 11 to 15 year old children in 2002 and 2010 (6, 27) , which demonstrated that younger children more often fulfil the existing weekly criteria for sports activity than older children, our study further extended these results to the student population. Namely, the present study confirmed that the proportion of young individuals that are active in sports significantly decreases with age, as fewer students are included in sports clubs than children in primary and secondary school. This may be a result of the more sedentary lifestyle of students and less free time during university studies than in childhood. It may also be that students participate more often in other types of extracurricular activities that are, for example, more closely associated with their future profession. Furthermore, economic status may also reduce the participation of students in sports clubs. Namely, although studies report that children from families with low income benefit more from extracurricular participation than their peers (4), and although enrolment in sports clubs is usually free of charge as the majority of sports clubs in Slovenia perform their activities on a voluntary basis, organised sports activities outside sports clubs require the payment of monthly fees. Furthermore, higher living costs associated with university studies may reduce the capability of students to purchase specific sports equipment, as compared to children. The results of the present study also demonstrated that it is worth paying attention to the gender structure of sports club members. Namely, regardless of age, females participated significantly less often in sports clubs than males. This result is in accordance with several cross-national studies within the WHO HBSC scheme (31) (32) (33) , which detected this issue on different occasions. According to the existing reports (26) , females seem to prefer other extracurricular activities more than sports, for example music or language learning. When it comes to sports activities, however, it has also been reported that females prefer to engage in non-competitive sports (26) . In contrast to males, who usually report participation in more vigorous exercise activities, both outside of school and during school sports education, as well as higher participation in sports teams, females usually report participation in activityrelated lessons and classes (28, 29) . Furthermore, in contrast to males, who engage in sport either for social reasons, because they have fun or because they like competition, females seem to place more focus on the shape of their body and self-image (30) . It may therefore be speculated that the existing sports clubs programs are exceedingly competitively oriented and do not provide sufficient learning motivation, which in turn decreases the inclusion of females. It has to be noted that the existing organised sports activities for children were developed in the past by, and consequently for, males (26) . This may well be the reason why sports activities remain rather maledominated, which makes them less attractive for females (26) . In order to stimulate the inclusion of young females into sports clubs, it is therefore proposed that sports clubs could and should improve their programs by offering less competitive sports activities for children, which would target and thus more successfully attract females in the juvenile population. At this point, it seems reasonable to stress that the Biotechnical Faculty and the Faculty of Education, from which the students of the present study were recruited, usually enrol larger numbers of females than males. This resulted in a better representation of females than males in the student sample of the present study. It is thus recommended that future studies are extended to faculties that predominantly enrol males in their study programs in order to improve the representativity of the conclusions for the male student population. In addition, students who participated in the present study came from all over Slovenia and thus had different sports backgrounds. This enabled us to embrace a significant heterogeneity of the student population. Nevertheless, using the same approach as presented above, thus recruiting also students from faculties that enrol predominantly male students to future studies would enable depicting student heterogeneity even further. In addition, although this was not the aim of the present study and therefore the corresponding data were not collected, other studies (34) have demonstrated that factors such as time of the year may affect the amount of sports activities in children. Namely, children seem to participate more often, both in organised and non-organised sports activities, during spring and summer months, and less often in autumn and winter (34) . Thus, apart from gender, other factors including multicomponent combinations, such as school-based interventions and family involvement (35) , also need to be considered when planning and developing optimal sports activities for children.
Last, but not least, the age at first enrolment into sports clubs of students was significantly higher than that of younger children. As the number of sports club members was similar in the compared age groups, one can reasonably expect that any selection bias that might have affected this conclusion was avoided. It thus seems that sports clubs aim to attract younger and younger children, likely to improve their selection possibilities, which goes well in line with the competitively oriented programs. This can be, however, rather unfavourable for both the sports development of children, as it can increase the injury rate (36) , and for psychological development, because of stimulated rivalry and requirement for victory at a very young age. Furthermore, participation in highly competitive extracurricular activities has already been shown to increase anxiety and stress levels (4).
CONCLUSION
The present study demonstrated that the role of sports clubs in promoting sports activity in students is undoubtedly beneficial. At the same time, however, other important issues have been emphasised, namely low percentage of student members of sports clubs, lower inclusion of females, and earlier first enrolment into sports clubs in younger generations.
As the results of the present study demonstrated that the average levels of weekly sports activity are low at university, specifically for sports club non-members, strategies and programs for increasing sports activity at university should be aimed to attract more students. Furthermore, a lower enrolment of females into sports clubs as compared to males suggests that strategies and programs for increasing sports activity among students should be gender specific. It is recommended that participation in sports clubs can be made more attractive for females in particular by planning and emphasising sports activity as healthful and enjoyable social gatherings and not as a competitive, athletic, performance-related program. Lastly, it is suggested that students should be attracted to multiple activities, which will decrease effectiveness in each particular sports discipline but will also ensure a harmonising development and whole body agility (4) . Such a change of programs, however, would also require an alternative scheme of sports clubs funding, as sports clubs are most often funded according to the sponsorship schemes, but the latter are directly related to competitive results of sports club members.
